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陈美东 Chen Meidong
(1942–2008)
Chen Meidong, Professor Emeritus and former director of the Institute for the History
of Natural Science of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (IHNS/CAS), passed away on
December 30, 2008, at 4:46 am at the Haidian Hospital in Beijing. Chen was a proliﬁc his-
torian of Chinese astronomy, who made substantial contributions to the reconstruction of
the mathematical algorithms used in making traditional Chinese calendars (i.e., astronom-
ical systems for calculating solar, lunar and planetary positions, eclipses, and various other
quantities).
Chen Meidong was born on February 19, 1942, in Lianjiang county in China’s coastal
province Fujian. In August of 1959 he was admitted to the College of Geodesy anddoi:10.1016/j.hm.2009.10.003
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veying. After graduating in August, 1964, he joined the research unit on the history of nat-
ural science, which had been created in Beijing in January of 1957. In 1978 this expanded to
the IHNS/CAS, where Chen was admitted as a graduate student to study history of astron-
omy under the supervision of 葉企孫 Ye Qisun (also known as Chi-sun Yeh), a Harvard-
trained physicist who wrote his dissertation in 1923 under the guidance of the Nobel
Laureate in Physics Percy W. Bridgman. After returning to China, Ye became not only
a pioneer in physics, but also an ardent advocate of research on the history of science in
China. With Ye, Chen systematically studied the history of astronomy, with a focus on
Islamic astronomical instruments. Unfortunately, when the Cultural Revolution started
in 1966, Ye was immediately purged and he died on January 13, 1977. Chen had to study
by himself, and his interests shifted to the history of Chinese astronomy.
Chen completed his graduate work in 1967, and was immediately employed in the same
research unit, where he served until his retirement in March, 2002. His career as a historian
of Chinese astronomy, however, did not commence until the Cultural Revolution was over
in 1976. In the 1980s, Chen devoted himself to reconstructing algorithms which were
employed in designing some of the major Chinese calendars from the seventh to the four-
teenth centuries. This research resulted in a series of articles published mainly in自然科學
史研究 Ziran kexueshi yanjiu (Studies in the History of Natural Sciences), a journal co-spon-
sored by IHNS/CAS and the Chinese Society for the History of Science and Technology. In
1995, Chen published a book entitled古曆新探 Guli Xintan (New Investigations on the Old
Chinese Calendars; Liaoning Education Press), which not only summarizes his work done
in the 1980s and early 1990s, but also discusses in detail how diﬀerent mathematical meth-
ods were used in various calculations underlying the calendars, as well as their relationships
to other methods. Those mathematical methods included interpolation (up to the third de-
gree), a method (called調日法 tiaori fa) for calculating a more accurate value of a fraction
from two given values, one exceeding the true value and the other falling short of it, and a
method for summing arithmetic sequences. Even more importantly, in this book Chen pre-
sents a series of algorithms used in calendar making that were not previously known to
modern scholars. At the core of these algorithms is the solution of a numerical function
of up to the ﬁfth degree. Chen also estimates the precision of data recorded in the calendars
by using contemporary Western methods. His work in this area represents a major
advancement over the contributions by the Japanese historian of Chinese science Yabuuti
Kiyosi (1906–2000), whose 1944 milestone work隨唐曆法史の研究 Zuito rekihoshi no ken-
kyu (Research on the Chinese Calendars Compiled during the Sui and Tang Dynasties) was
enlarged to中國の天文曆法 Chugoku no tenmon rekiho (Astronomical Calendars in China)
in 1969 (revised edition: 1990).
Besides doing his own research, Chen actively promoted research on the history of
Chinese science. When Joseph Needham’s ongoing, gigantic project “Science and Civilisa-
tion in China” received wide attention from scholars throughout the world in the early
1970s, Chinese historians of science began to think seriously about writing a history of
Chinese science and technology themselves on a scale even larger than that of Needham’s
project. Chen was one of a group of historians who made such a proposal to the Chinese
Academy of Sciences in 1975. When he was elected Vice President of the Chinese Society of
the History of Science and Technology in 1987, and in his capacity as Director of the IHNS
between 1988 and 1992, he contributed substantially to the proposal eventually approved
by the Academy in 1992. Over the next sixteen years, Chen, as the person in charge
de facto, worked even harder overseeing the publication of one volume after another of
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Technology, 30 volumes, published by Science Press in Beijing). Chen himself contributed
the volume on astronomy (published in 2003). The set represents interpretations by Chinese
scholars of the development of many ﬁelds in science and technology in China. Together
with Needham’s Science and Civilisation in China, it will long be a standard work for read-
ers who are interested in these subjects.
Chen was an energetic scholar and skillful organizer. In order to advance studies on
Chinese astronomy more broadly and deeply, together with his colleague Bo Shuren
(1934–1997), also a renowned historian of Chinese astronomy, he oversaw the publication
of another ten-volume series:中國天文學史大系 Zhongguo Tianwenxue Shi Daxi (Compre-
hensive Series on the History of Chinese Astronomy, Hebei Science and Technology Press).
Chen himself contributed the volume on ancient Chinese thoughts on astronomy (2002).
Chen was editor-in-chief of more than a dozen books and conference proceedings, includ-
ing one on star charts in ancient China (Liaoning Education Press, 1996) and another on
the famous astronomer王锡阐Wang Xichan (also known as Hsi-shan), 1628–1682 (Hebei
Science and Technology Press, 2000).
Throughout his life, Chen published some 120 papers and book chapters and authored
or co-authored 20 books. The importance of his work has been recognized both at home
and abroad. In 1990 he was made an assessor of the Division of History of Science and
Technology of the International Union of the History and Philosophy of Science, and in
that same year he was elected Vice President of the International Society for History of
East Asian Science, Technology, and Medicine.
Chen was diagnosed with colon cancer in 2005, and had surgery shortly thereafter. The
disease was under control in 2006 and much of 2007, but by the end of 2007 the cancer
started to spread to other parts of his body. Even during these painful and very diﬃcult
days, Chen did not stop working. He wrapped up his life-long project, correlating the texts
in the sections on calendars in the Twenty-Four Histories of China from legendary times
down to the Ming dynasty (ended in 1644 C.E.). He saw his last book, 歷代律曆志校証
Lidai Lüli Zhi Jiaozheng (Correlations on the Annals of Music and Calendars of All Dynas-
ties), through publication by one of the most prestigious publishing houses in China,
Zhonghua Shuju (January, 2009).
Chen Meidong is especially remembered for his excellent research, most of which is
already regarded as classic. He will long be studied and remembered for his many contri-
butions to the history of Chinese science.
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